Contemporary Arab art
is little researched. In
recent years, the author has
visited many studios in
Arab countries to get to
know it. She discovered that
a lively art scene exists
there, of which the West is
almost unaware. In contrast
to contemporary Russian or
Chinese art, which. found
their way into galleries and
museums and on to the mar-
ket in the early 1990s, art
from Arab countries hasup
to now almost exclusively been presented in eth-
nological museums’ and - «ethnically» oriented
galleries. And the works on view .vary enor-
mously in quality.

und New York.

The Market

As visits to events such as Art Basel or Art
Cologne have shown, art fairs hardly feature
works by Arab artists, although excellent ones
exist. A systematic survey of leading internatio-
nal gallery owners enquiring about the reasons
for this revealed the dilemma facing contempor-
ary Arab art. On one hand, because of the domi-
nance of Western artistic criteria, there is appa-
rently no demand worth mentioning for works by
Arab artists. On the other, the modern art of Arab
countries is confronted in the West with many
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prejudices, stereotypes and
clichés, nor. are there any
clearly defined ideas as to the
quality: of creative art from
the Arab world. Often the
question of why Arab artists
are not represented here was
countered  with: does con-
temporary art in Arab lands
even exist? And'if so, is it any
good? Don’t the artists there
imitate. Western art styles?
Can art develop at all given
Islam’s prohibition of ima-
ges?

Some quotations from this survey may clarify
the problem. On the issue of the dominance of We-
stern market criteria, Pierre Huber of the Galerie
Art & Public in Geneva stated: «A market for vi-
sual arts has developed above all in the U.S. and in
Central Europe. Because a tradition of investing in
art exists, a market could be established. Nothing
comparable exists in the Arab countries because
painting, for instance, is not part of their tradition.»
Monsieur Grimbaud of Galerie Lelong in Paris un-
derlined this: «Market structures don’texistin Arab
lands. There is no market on either side. In Japan,
for instance; they have begun to collect European
art, and Japanese art is sold here. Thus an exchange
takes place.» And Ole Christian Koch from the
L.ondon Marlborough Gallery added: «We have no
collectors from Arab countries for contemporary
art.»
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«In the end, Western curators and collectors
determine the market», Thaddaeus Ropac from
the gallery of the same name in Vienna and Paris
concluded. Marketability is thus animportant fac-
tor helping to determine which artist and which
expressive means participate in the global dis-
course. The question then arises as to why the art
market doesn’t create a market for Arab artists.
To which Thaddaeus Ropac responded: «Becau-
se they come from a totally different cultural en-
vironment. You need the necessary background
knowledge. You have to familiarize yourself with
the foreign culture. That demands an enormous
effort, which galleries alone cannot accomplish.
Normally museums take over the groundwork,
specialists such as art historians or curators.» He
pointed to the role of the Guggenheim in the case
of Chinese art. Other gallery owners, such as Vic-
tor Gisler of the Zurich Galerie Mai 36 and Ole
Christian Koch, concurred with this view. ButDr.
Christine Konig, of the Galerie Konig in Vienna
expressed reservations: «I am opposed to [We-
sterners] choosing and defining what art is or is
not, what should be shown in museums or not.
‘We should approach another culture with care and
observe what emerges there.»

The Western Eye

This raises another question, namely what do
Western eyes regard as art. The implicit danger in
encounters with foreign cultures is that we su-
perimpose our habitual reflective patterns on the
things that we see or experience. Thus the West
asks what is authentically Arab in a work of art
while in fact searching for elements that serve the
cliché of exoticism — or, given the usual media
coverage of the area, political statements. What
is unfamiliar and foreign to us is not always ob-
vious at first sight and needs a sensitive approach
to open up its complex meaning.

What characterizes contemporary Arab art
and what distinguishes it from Western art? Is the-
re a pictorial world that can only emerge against
a background of Islamic traditions? What are the
sources of inspiration for Arab artists? What role
do Islam, the history of the region or the after-
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effects of Europe’s colonial policy play for them?
How much do they reflect biographical situations
such as exile or global nomadism?

Understanding of another culture develops
with a willingness at times to leave behind habi-
tual ways of seeing and dare a change in per-
spective. Yet alien cultures are often received
without reflection and without any deeper under-
standing, The Muslim East provides a historical
example. For centuries it fired the imagination of
Europeans to the wildest of fantasies, leading to
whole waves of different oriental fashions. These
had little in common with the «actual existing»
East. Various motives lay behind these historical
fantasies: for example, the longing for an intact
world or archaic cultures, or the quest for new
meaning in times of crisis.

In the 19* century, as Europe’s influence grew
with industrialization, so did its interest in the eco-
nomic development of the East. This proved de-
trimental to some crafts, such as carpet weaving.
Since the demand for Oriental carpets had risen,
Western forms of production were imported into
Eastern workshops, and designs were introduced
that corresponded with Western taste. The result
was a so-called ‘pattern decline’ in designs that
had been handed down over centuries.

The Slanted View

A widespread prejudice exists in the idea that
the Muslim world is «backward and backward-
looking» and has not continued to develop. Ac-
cording to this view, modernism never took place
and consequently no modern or contemporary art
has evolved. Islamic modernity is negated or ig-
nored according to the motto: «the more Western,
the more modern». This kind of thinking reduces
the Muslim East to classical Islamic art, the art of
the arabesque, of miniatures and calligraphy,
which were felt to be typically Oriental. A no-
man’s-land that no one wants to know about in
any detail somehow lies between this epoch and
the present.

As a survey published in the Frankfurter All-
gemeine newspaper in September 2004 under the
heading «The Clash of Civilizations» showed,
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Germans now associate concepts such as «the op-
pression of women», «fanaticism, radicalism»
and a «backward-looking orientation». There is
little left of the fascination that the East for cen-
turies exerted on the West, influencing art, lite-
rature and architecture, from Gothic cathedrals to
Dresden’s Tobacco Mosque. .

Yet in Muslim countries, just as in Europe,
processes of development and change have taken
place: combating political and social conditions,
struggling with global political power constella-
tions and — above all since the 19th century — with
the increase in Western influences and new tech-
nologies. These transforming processes also af-
fect art.

There has never been any history of artin Arab
countries, any development in art comparable to
the West. Painting and especially sculpture — for
centuries an integral part of Buropean art traditi-

on — are for Arab culture uncommon forms of ex-

pression. Instead, it is poetry that occupies a cen-
tral place within Arab consciousness. The word
enjoys high prestige and high esteem. This is lin-
ked to the Koran, the Islamic book of revelation,
whose poetic language and especially its rhythm
were meant to be heard rather than read. The Is-
lamic prohibition of images has also played an
important role in the fact that the visual arts have
developed quite differently in Arab. countries
from the way they have in Europe. Many: Euro-
peans understand this Islamic ban on images as
meaning that fundamentally no images at all may
be produced.

Forbidden Images?

The assumed «hostility towards pictures» is
part of the same bias as the allegation that Isla-
mic artists are not capable of painting properly
since they have no knowledge of the most ele-
mentary rules of painting and drawing. Yet pic-
tures, even ones representing figures, exist in Is-
lamic art. Islam does not forbid artistic activity
per se; the ban on images exists within a religious
context,

However quotations from certain suras may
be interpreted, the Koran itself has no explicit or

binding prohibition of pictures. Nowhere is a con-
crete image ban referred to. The Hadith, the cor-
pus of the prophet Mohammed’s transmitted words
and deeds — addresses the subject of images. As a
source of Islam’s religious faith and law, it distin-
guishes what may or may not be represented. Ac-
cording to it, only inanimate beings or objects may
be portrayed: plants and trees but not animals. The
circumstances in which Islam arose in Mecca led
to the prohibition of living (or animate) creatures
being portrayed in mosques or prayer rooms. Du-
ring prayers, nothing was to distract attention from
God or tempt one to the worship of idols.

Moreover, an artist making a picture could
think of himself as a creator and be tempted to imi-
tate God. The fear was that pictures could lead to
thoughts of creative power, for in Islam creation is
the privilege of God alone. To portray animate
beings in a picture is equal to a creative act, and
this is the context in which the quotation from Ha-
dith is to be understood: «Whoever makes a picture
in this world will be asked to breathe life into it on
the Day of Resurrection, but he will not be able to
do so. Woe to you! If you absolutely must do so,
then portray the trees or any object that has no
breath of life.»

The prohibition of images must not be seen as
a fixed law existing for the worldwide community
of Muslims, It is more an «ideological» standpoint
that is accepted by the majority. But this standpoint
has changed through time and been interpreted in
various ways by the different schools of Islamic
law.. Thus the restrictions on pictorial depiction
have been applied differently by the orthodox Sun-
nis and more conservative Muslims, who keep
more strictly to the rules, and by the Shi’is, who
have cultivated a more liberal interpretation.

From the 13% century on, Islamic art flourished.
Against a background of forbidding the portrayal
of living creatures; it consciously developed a new
aesthetic; which did without perspective, corpo-
reality; similarity toliving persons, light and shade,
as seen in the example of miniature painting; and
did not try to.imitate the world of appearances in
the Aristotelian or Platonic sense, Within the flo-
wering of the art of the arabesque, it refrained from
holding a mirror to nature. Above all, it avoided

sculpture altogether, since this was equated with
making forbidden idols.

The Ban on Images Today

The image ban with its complex and contra-
dictory interpretations is still at work today. De-
spite a meanwhile hundred-year painting
tradition, in many places problems still face an
artist who practises his art pictorially and figura-
tively. From the author’s survey among Arab ar-
tists to find out how far the ban on images affec-
ted their output, it became clear that whereas for
many the question simply didn’t arise, for others
the prohibition was still effective. For example,
Khalil Abdul Wahed from Dubai stated: «I know
that in my religion sculpture — that of a human fi-
gure or an animal — is forbidden. I therefore avo-
id what’s forbidden.» And he added: «I believe
there are reasons for religious prohibitions. For
some things we have an explanation, for others
we are still searching for one [...] I sometimes
believe that restrictions get people to deal more
creatively with what is permitted.» A female ar-
tist from Sharjah said: «Our teacher explained to
us that when we make sculptures or pictures, we
take over the role of the creator. In the first place,
there should be no images in the mosques or
where one prays, because one would be praying
to the picture or a statue. Islam is not visual like
Christianity. Everything is for the ear — prayers,
Hadith, Koran recitations — and not for the eye.
Listen first, then write, this is what calligraphy
demands. Artists who are religious are influenced
by this.» The female artist Karima Al Shomely
from Sharjah said: «I know about the image ban.
God created nature and when I depict it, I am like
the creator. But as an artist, I must study nature,
draw figures. I can’t say ‘No, Islam forbids it.” In
the meantime I think that, as an artist, I am allo-
wed to do this. Art is to me my message; my in-
stallations visualize my ideas.»

Global Modernism, Inner Conflicts

The development of an Arab art in the sense
of global modernism began early in the 20" cen-
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tury, as a direct result of the increase in recipro-
cal influences between East and West. The pro-
found changes of the period made themselves felt
in all areas in the Western as well as the Eastern
world, up to and including the art scene. While in
the West, the evolving abstraction in painting was
viewed as a revolutionary development, artists in
the Muslim world turned more and more to figu-
rative painting. The ideal of contemporary Euro-
pean art, i.e., the rejection of merely reproducing
the world of appearances, corresponds to the
aesthetics of Islamic works of art. The aesthetic
revolution in Islamic art, if you like, had already
taken place many centuries earlier.

In Arab countries artists began to paint in the
style of European painting. Many had been in Eu-
rope and come into contact with, and been influ-
enced by, different art movements such as Im-
pressionism or Expressionism. Artists from Le-
banon, Egypt, Syria and Morocco became the
trailblazers for other Arab artists. In the 1930s in
cities like Beirut, Cairo and Damascus, but also
in Rabat, the first groups of artists formed that be-
came engaged with the currents and techniques of
European art as well as with their own cultural
background. Without the influence of foreign cul-
tures, above all of the Muslim East, European mo-
dernism would not have been conceivable, in the
same way that the development of Arab moder-
nism is inconceivable without the various influ-
ences from the West.

The trend towards modernism and the deve-
lopment of the visual arts in Arab countries did
not run their course without tensions and conflicts
between different groups. Some wanted to hold
on to the cultural heritage such as classical calli-
graphy; others wanted to demonstrate that mo-
dernization and renewal were necessary and that
the modern Arab world was conscious of the glo-
bal aesthetic discourse. Conflicts sharpened when
tradition was newly interpreted or criticism of the
system became noticeable. In such cases, con-
frontations with conservative movements that op-
posed the new ideas occurred, and in worst-case
scenarios governments sought to prevent the new
developments in art or even suppress them by for-
ce. Some countries promoted sanctioned state art,
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and this made the production of modern, con-
temporary art into a perilous undertaking, which
could often only be carried out underground.

Not least, a deep-seated mistrust towards the
colonial and imperialist West played a role in the
conflicts, not without reason. These misunder-
standings arose partly from the experience of co-
lonialism. On the one hand, Western art was ad-
mired. But certain circles saw a kind of ‘neo-co-
lonialism’ in the new forms of expression. In the
field of art, as elsewhere, a fear of a loss of one’s
own tradition and one’s own identity existed, and
artists who were assumed to be too much influ-
enced by Western culture and Western moral con-
cepts were looked at with suspicion. On the other
hand, in the West these same artists were accu-
sed of being imitative. This dilemma has conti-
nued up to the present. Time, as well as global
aesthetic correlation, will be needed before con-
temporary art finds acceptance in the culture of
the individual Arab societies.

Arab Modernism

The Arab artists who were experimenting
with modernism soon fell between two stools.
Their art was recognized neither in their own
country, nor really in Europe. Even those who li-
ved in the Westhad difficulty getting their art seen
and accepted. In their native land they could not
reach a wide public because they had few oppor-
tunities to exhibit, since museums and galleries
were scarce. In many Arab countries even today
the infrastructure that would make it possible to
give contemporary artists more widespread pu-
blicity is lacking. In addition, educational op-
portunities are scarce, and few collectors focus
on building up a collection of contemporary Arab
art. Despite all these difficulties, modern Arab art
is asserting itself. The artist Khalil Abdul Wahed
from Dubai gave a perhaps representative answer
to the question of what difference he saw between
the way Western and Arab society treated artists:
«I studied in the U.S. There I came into increa-
sed contact with art. The difference I see is that
in the West you see art everywhere; art museums
are everywhere. When at home art is discussed,
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you still think primarily of Western art. Many don’t
even notice the art that is done here. But we do have
our own art here. The question is how many peo-
ple recognize it as art and appreciate it.»

After World War II the situation changed in fa-
vour of a freer association with the «forbidden»
picture. Artists experimented more, tried out new
forms, techniques, materials, became increasingly
liberated from European models, reflected their
own history critically, their own circumstances.
They took up traditional genres and modes, such
as calligraphy or the ornamental, interpreting them
in a new way, translating them into a contempor-
ary vocabulary of forms and symbols. They like-
wise began to do work involving the human figu-
re. Artists reproduced it in all possible variations,
rendering the question of «figurativeness» or «ab-
straction» obsolete.

The question I posed at the beginning, namely
whether contemporary Arab art is distinguishable
from Western art implies the question of what a
work of art is expected to accomplish. The French
impressionist painter Pierre Bonnard believed that
a work of art should depict an autonomous world.
In this spirit the Emirati artist Ebtisam Abdul Aziz
says: «Art is a visual, nonverbal language. It is an
international language, transcending space and
time, and expressing our existence and style. This
projecting of aesthetic consciousness, in a unique,
modern and universally comprehensible presenta-
tion, renders the visual language of plastic arts a
link between cultures and nations, and the vessel
of an international artistic infusion.» The crucial
aspect is how something is depicted rather than
what. The issue here is the autonomy of the work.
And Arab artists are as much at pains as Western
ones to achieve this. Vis-a-vis its Western cousin,
the sole distinction of contemporary Arab art would
then be its thematic context. Its social, cultural, po-
litical and religious environment plays a role in the
choice of means, the composition of a picture, the
configuration of a video, a sculpture, an installati-
on. To understand a work of art we must ask what
the artist is formally and thematically undertaking.
With the new media and the technical possibilities

* art now has, the emphasis has shifted today. The

question as to a national identity seems no longer
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to make sense. The new communication media,
for example the Internet and globalization, faci-
litate the crossing of borders. Yet even though the
world has shrunk, an individual access to life still
remains, the confrontation of the single artist with
himself, his society, the problems of his time and
place, all of which he will formulate in his works.
A work of art is communicated not least through
a universal language.

A particularly interesting case are the artists
of the Gulf States. Often the specific situation of
their countries, whose most characteristic fea-
tures are ongoing, rapid changes, is in the centre
of their artistic work. With the discovery of oil at
the beginning of the last century, the world of the
Gulf was yanked into modernity. The coexistence
of tradition and modernity was established that is
visible not only in much architecture, where ele-
ments of modern styles have been fused with tra-
ditional Arab ones.

It also includes the maintenance of older ha-
bits, traditional rites and customs alongside a new,
Western lifestyle. These past years have seen the
Gulf region increase its efforts to build museums
and galleries as well as gigantic university cam-
puses, in the wake of which artists everywhere
have also become organized. In the meantime the
demand for science, art and culture is one of the
urgent concerns of many ruling sheikhs. As far as
contemporary art goes, the Emir of Sharjah has
seen to it that a museum of modern art was built,
where changing exhibitions present regional as
well as Western artists. He has also initiated the
Sharjah Biennial, which is set to attain a world-
wide reputation. In Doha, the capital of Qatar, too,
contemporary art is deliberately promoted, and
great care is being taken to build museums in
which excellent art collections will soon be on
view. ,
The parallelism and co-effects of such diffe-
rent circumstances appear to be having a fruitful
influence on artistic creativity in the Gulf region.
It seems that this special environment provides
artists with fertile ground to develop. «The chan-
ges taking place in my country are enormous and
unbelievably fast», said the artist Khalil Abdul
Wahed from Dubai. «I think it has a positive ef-
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fect on the art scene here. It has drawn more peo-
ple from different fields, including art, to my
country. Yet despite all these rapid changes, I hope
we won’t lose our identity.»

Along with all the positive effects, the dis-
concertment and the fears that such aradical break
carries with it should not be underestimated. The
fears refer, above all, to the disappearance of fa-
miliar contexts and traditional values like family
ties. If identity has up to now been fed by mem-
bership in a group or family, then concepts taken
as a matter of course in the West like «doing your
own thing» and maximum fulfilment of the indi-
vidual — also meaningful in Western art produc-
tion — may seem at first disturbing to many an
Arab, Integration into a religious tradition plays
just as large a role, something the mostly secula-
rized West has difficulty understanding. Besides
this they concerned with the regional and inter-
national political context, and its effects on how
the world views the Arabs.

Avant-garde and tradition

At any rate, the artists of the Gulf states are
far freer from European influences than their col-
leagues from the Mediterranean Arab countries,
who have often studied in European art schools
and whose countries, in any case, have had far clo-
ser ties with Europe.

In amazing variety, the works of contempor-
ary Arab artists reflect all these networked con-
cepts across personal, social and political ranges.
However, their recourse to their own traditions
and their formation by the surrounding desert re-
main in place and shine through their works. Their
artistic works make clear, an artistic avant-garde
has been established that in its engagement with
its own and with foreign cultures has gone its in-
dependent way, according to which artists follow
the postulate of artistic autonomy as represented
in the context of Western art.

There is no educational price to pay for access
to the visual discourse of our Arab contempora-
ries. What it requires is aesthetic and personal as-
surance on eye-level terms. We see expression as
a globally recognizable quality.
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